The outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in Toronto caused significant levels of illness and death. SARS also exerted a tremendous toll on continuing health care education with numerous conferences being cancelled. We aimed to describe the impact and consequences on delegates of attending the Annual Canadian Pain Society Meeting during the start of the second outbreak of SARS on May 22, 2003. A prospective survey design was used. Surveys were sent to all delegates (N = 432) who attended the conference. 289 were returned (66.8% response rate). The survey was developed to determine: (a) level of concern about traveling to Toronto, (b) adequacy of screening measures, (c) level of stress about attending, (d) occupational and other consequences that followed from attending. 51.3% of the participants were not concerned about traveling to Toronto while 48.7% of participants expressed some concern that ranged from a little to serious concern. The major reasons for concern included being exposed to SARS or fear of transmitting it to others upon return. The major reasons for attending the conference despite concern, included desire for continuing education, decrease in reported SARS cases, and perceived minimal risk. Almost one-half (n = 138) felt the screening measures at the conference were adequate, while 4% felt it was inadequate and 9% somewhat adequate. Delegates (n=98) suggested the following screening measures should have been instituted: temperature taking (30%), improved screening vigilance (13%), strictly controlled entry (8%), SARS screening forms checked daily (8%) and adopting hospital screening procedures. Health care professionals planning conferences in this era of new respiratory diseases can benefit from understanding responses of delegates who attend during outbreaks. Clear communication about the risks and benefits of proceeding with the conference as well as instituting full screening precautions will help to allay concerns.
